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1
METHOD FOR FORMING BENDS IN
COMPOSITE PANELS AND COMPOSITE
PANELS MADE THEREBY

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a divisional application of U.S. patent
application Ser. No. 12/253,957, filed Oct. 18, 2008, status
Allowed, which is a continuation-in-part of U.S. patent appli-
cation Ser. No. 11/924,125 filed Oct. 25, 2007, now U.S. Pat.
No. 8,234,901, issued on Aug. 7, 2012.

TECHNICAL FIELD

This disclosure relates generally to composite structures,
and deals more particularly with a method for forming a bend
in a composite panel, and a composite panel formed thereby.

BACKGROUND

Composite panels may be used in a variety of applications
because of their relatively high strength-to-weight ratio. For
example, composite panels are often used to form interior
components of an aircraft such as, without limitation, floor
panels, lavatories, walls, closets, dividers between seating
sections, and headers above doorways. In some cases, the
composite panel may have an angled section referred to as a
bend, formed by the intersection of two separate composite
panels. In other cases, the bend may be integrally formed
within a single panel.

The current technique for forming an integral bend in a
composite panel involves laying up uncured composite plies
on a mold or other suitable tool having angled tool features
that impart the bend to the layup. During curing of the layup,
the bend becomes permanently set in the panel. This
approach, however, is time consuming, labor intensive and
may require a separate mold for each particular panel.

It has also been proposed to form bends in composite
panels by forming a slot in the panel and then bending the
panel about the longitudinal axis of the slot. The slot is formed
by removing a strip of material from the panel. However, after
the panel is bent to the required angle, voids may remain in the
slot where material has been removed to form the slot. These
voids must be filled with a filler in order to assure that a solid
joint has been formed that exhibits the necessary structural
strength. The voids may be filled using, for example and
without limitation, a potting compound. Use of fillers is time
consuming, labor intensive, adds weight to the panel and
requires a waiting period for the potting compound to harden.

Accordingly, there is a need for a composite panel having
a substantially void-free bend therein, and a method for mak-
ing the same that overcomes the problems discussed above.

SUMMARY

Inaccordance with the disclosed embodiments, a bend may
be formed in a composite panel that reduces or eliminates
voids in the area of the bend. A slot is formed in the panel
having a unique geometry which closes upon bending of the
panel to form a substantially void-free, solid joint. The geo-
metric features of the slot provide substantially continuous
support for the outer radius of the bend and permit an outer
bend radius to be achieved that is substantially equal to the
thickness of the panel. Since the joint is substantially void-
free, the need for fillers and secondary operations may be
reduced or eliminated.
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2

According to one disclosed embodiment, a method is pro-
vided for forming a bend in a composite panel, comprising:
forming a slot in a face of the panel, the slot having a longi-
tudinal axis and including first and second surfaces each
inclined relative to the face of the panel; forming a pair of
curved flanges in the panel respectively beneath the first and
second inclined surfaces; and, bending the panel about the
longitudinal axis of the slot. Bending the panel includes
bringing the first and second inclined surfaces into face-to-
face contact over substantially their entire areas, and bringing
the curved flanges into conformal engagement with the inside
wall of a facesheet on the panel. The slot may be formed by
passing a single cutting tool longitudinally through the panel.

According to another embodiment, a substantially flat
composite panel having adjacent sections that may be formed
into a bend having a radiused corner comprises: first and
second facesheets; a core sandwiched between the first and
second facesheets; and, a slot in the first facesheet extending
into the core. The slot has a longitudinal axis about which the
adjacent panel sections may be displaced to form the bend.
The slot includes a generally V-shaped portion extending
through the first facesheet into the core, and the first and
second curved flange portions between the V-shape portion
and the second facesheet. The curvature of each of the first
and second curve flange portions may be substantially equal
to the curvature of the bend. The first and second curved
portions conformally engage and support an inside wall of the
second facesheet when the adjacent panel sections are formed
into the bend.

According to a further embodiment, a composite panel
having a bend therein comprises: first and second adjacent
panel sections having a common facesheet forming an outer
radius of the bend; and a substantially void-free joint between
the adjacent panel sections. The joint may include first and
second surfaces respectively on the first and second panel
sections joined together along a plane passing substantially
through the radius of the bend. Each of the panel sections may
include a core joined to the common facesheet around sub-
stantially the entire outer radius of the bend. The radius of the
bend may be substantially equal to the thickness of the panel.

The disclosed embodiments satisty the need for a compos-
ite panel having a bend formed by a joint that is substantially
void-free, with and without bonding.

Other features, benefits and advantages of the disclosed
embodiments will become apparent from the following
description of embodiments, when viewed in accordance
with the attached drawings and appended claims

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE ILLUSTRATIONS

FIG. 1 is a flow diagram of aircraft production and service
methodology in which an advantageous embodiment may be
implemented;

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of an aircraft in accordance with
an advantageous embodiment;

FIG. 3 is a block diagram of components used to create
bends in composite panels in accordance with an advanta-
geous embodiment;

FIG. 4 is an illustration of a cutter in accordance with an
advantageous embodiment;

FIG. 5 is an illustration of a cross-sectional view of a
composite panel in accordance with an advantageous
embodiment;

FIG. 6 is an illustration of a slot in accordance with an
advantageous embodiment;

FIG. 7 is an illustration of a top view of a composite panel
in accordance with an advantageous embodiment;
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FIG. 8 is an illustration of a composite panel in a bent
configuration in accordance with an advantageous embodi-
ment;

FIG. 9 is an illustration of parameters that may be used to
select the configuration for a slot with a curved flange in
accordance with an advantageous embodiment; and

FIG. 10 is a flowchart of a process for forming a bend in a
composite panel in accordance with an advantageous
embodiment.

FIG. 11 is a cross section illustration of a composite panel
having a slot formed therein according to another embodi-
ment.

FIG. 12 is a plan view illustration of the panel shown in
FIG. 11.

FIG. 13 is a diagrammatic view illustrating the radii of the
curved flanges formed by the slot shown in FIG. 11.

FIGS. 14a-14c illustrate the progressive rotation of one of
the curved flanges into conformal engagement with the com-
mon facesheet as the panel is being bent.

FIG. 15 is a diagrammatic illustration showing the position
of the curved flanges after the bend has been formed.

FIG. 16 is a sectional view of the joint formed by closing
the slot shown in FIG. 11 after the panel has been bent to the
desired angle.

FIG. 17 is a cross sectional view of a cutting tool that may
be used to form the slot shown in FIG. 11.

FIG. 18 is a flow diagram illustrating a method for forming
a bend in a composite panel.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Referring more particularly to the drawings, embodiments
of the disclosure may be described in the context of aircraft
manufacturing and service method 100 as shown in FIG. 1
and aircraft 102 as shown in FIG. 2. During pre-production,
exemplary method 100 may include specification and design
104 of aircraft 102 and material procurement 106. During
production, component and subassembly manufacturing 108
and system integration 110 of aircraft 102 takes place. There-
after, aircraft 102 may go through certification and delivery
112 in order to be placed in service 114. While in service 114
by a customer, aircraft 102 is scheduled for routine mainte-
nance and service 116 (which may also include modification,
reconfiguration, refurbishment, and so on).

Each of the processes of method 100 may be performed or
carried out by a system integrator, a third party, and/or an
operator (e.g., a customer). For the purposes of this descrip-
tion, a system integrator may include without limitation any
number of aircraft manufacturers and major-system subcon-
tractors; a third party may include without limitation any
number of venders, subcontractors, and suppliers; and an
operator may be an airline, leasing company, military entity,
service organization, and so on.

As shown in FIG. 2, aircraft 102 produced by exemplary
method 100 may include airframe 118 with a plurality of
systems 120 and interior 122. Examples of high-level systems
120 include one or more of propulsion system 124, electrical
system 126, hydraulic system 126, and environmental system
130. Any number of other systems may be included. Although
an aerospace example is shown, the principles of the disclo-
sure may be applied to other industries, such as the automo-
tive industry.

Apparatus and methods embodied herein may be
employed during any one or more of the stages of production
and service method 100. For example, components or subas-
semblies corresponding to production process 108 may be
fabricated or manufactured in a manner similar to compo-

30

40

45

4

nents or subassemblies produced while aircraft 102 is in
service. Also, one or more apparatus embodiments, method
embodiments, or a combination thereof may be utilized dur-
ing production stages 108 and 110, for example, by substan-
tially expediting assembly of or reducing the cost of aircraft
102. Similarly, one or more of apparatus embodiments,
method embodiments, or a combination thereof may be uti-
lized while aircraft 102 is in service, for example and without
limitation, to maintenance and service 116.

The different advantageous embodiments recognize that
the current methods for creating bends in composite panels
may be time consuming and costly. The different advanta-
geous embodiments recognize that manufacturing and creat-
ing composite panels by curing the composite panels with the
desired angle may be complex, requiring a tool for each part
and desired angle.

Thus, the different advantageous embodiments provide a
method and apparatus for forming a bend in a composite
panel. A location may be identified for the bend in the com-
posite panel. A slot having a curved flange is formed at the
location in the composite panel. The composite panel may
then be bent to form the bend. In these examples, the curved
flange may be designed to minimize the amount of space left
within the composite panel when the composite panel is bent
into an angled shape.

With reference now to FIG. 3, a block diagram of compo-
nents used to create bends in composite panels is depicted in
accordance with an advantageous embodiment. In this
example, slot forming tool 300 may include cutter 302. Slot
forming tool 300, with cutter 302, may be used to cut slot 304
with curved flange 306 in composite panel 308. Composite
panel 308 may then be bent into the desired shape. Bending
tool 310 may not be required, in these examples. Composite
panel 308 may be bent into the desired shape by hand, without
any other tools. In some embodiments, bending tool 310 may
be, for example, a computer or human controlled machine
that bends composite panel 308 into the desired shape for
assembly with other components. In another example, bend-
ing tool 310 may merely be a mold on which composite panel
308 may be bent for further processing.

In these examples, slot forming tool 300 may take various
forms. For example, without limitation, slot forming tool 300
may be a computer numerical control (CNC) router. A non-
limiting example of a computer numerical control that may be
implemented as slot forming tool 300 may be a Cincinnati
Milacron 3-Access Computer Numerical Control Router,
which is available from MAG Cincinnati. Of course, any
numerical control (NC) or manual router capable of cutting
slot 304 may be used. In other non-limiting examples, slot
forming tool 300 may be implemented using a handheld or
hand controlled router.

In the different advantageous embodiments, slot 304 with
curved flange 306 is formed with cutter 302. Cutter 302 may
have a shape for slot 304 with curved flange 306 such that
movements of cutter 302 through composite panel 308 form
slot 304 with curved flange 306. In these examples, composite
panel 308 may already be cured.

Turning now to FIG. 4, an illustration of cutter 400 is
depicted in accordance with an advantageous embodiment.
Cutter 400 is an example cutter 302 used by slot forming tool
300 in FIG. 3. In this example, cutter 400 has shaft 402 and
flanged end 404. Cutter 400 may be used to create a slot, such
as slot 304 in FIG. 3. Flanged end 404 may have a width or
diameter that may be around 1.571 inches, in this example.
Further, edge 406 of flanged end 404 may have a thickness of
around 0.06 inches.
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In this example, the dimensions of cutter 400 may be used
to process a composite panel that may be around 0.5 inches
thick to form a radius bend of 1.0 inches. A radius bend is a
radius corresponding to the curvature of a bent panel, in these
examples. The curvature may be measure from the inside or
outside surface of the bend. Cutter 400 may be made from
different materials, such as, for example, without limitation,
steel, aluminum composite, or any other suitable material.
These and other dimensions provided in the various advanta-
geous embodiments are merely examples of one implemen-
tation. Other advantageous embodiments may use other
dimensions or parameters.

Turning now to FIG. 5, an illustration of a cross-sectional
view of composite panel 500 is depicted in accordance with
an advantageous embodiment. In this example, composite
panel 500 may be a composite panel similar to composite
panel 308 in FIG. 3. Composite panel 500 may include com-
posite layer 502, also referred to as a first face sheet, filler
layer 504, and composite layer 506 or second face sheet.

Composite layer 502 may be formed from two composite
plies, plies 508 and 510. In a similar fashion, composite layer
506 also may include two composite plies, plies 512 and 514.
The number of plies or sub-layers that form composite layers
502 and 506 may vary, depending on the particular imple-
mentation. For example, in some implementations, one ply
may be used, while in other implementations three plies may
be used. The exact number of plies may vary, depending on
the particular use and/or implementation. Examples of orien-
tations include, for example, without limitation, ply direc-
tions of 0 degrees, degrees, and 90 degrees; and ply directions
of 0 degrees, 60 degrees, and 90 degrees.

In these examples, the materials that may be used in com-
posite layers 502 and 506 may take the form of a resin pre-
impregnated fabric. This type of fabric also may be referred to
as a pre-preg fabric. These types of reinforcements may take
the form of woven fabrics, roving, and unidirectional tape.
With this type of fabric, the resin and curing agent may be
impregnated into a reinforcing fiber or material prior to layup.
In these particular examples, composite layers 502 and 506
may be, for example, without limitation, resin pre-impreg-
nated fabrics with polyester and fiberglass, phenolic and
fiberglass, epoxy and carbon fiber, epoxy, fiberglass, metallic,
foil, screen, or any other suitable material.

Filler layer 504 may be formed using a number of different
materials. For example, without limitation, nomex® fibers,
fiberglass, arimid, metallic, or other suitable materials may be
used for filler layer 504. In these examples, filler layer 504
also may have a shape of a honeycomb matrix to form a
honeycomb core. Filler layer 504 may provide a structure to
create the thickness desired for composite panel 500 without
using heavy materials, such as those that may be found in
composite layers 502 and 506.

In this example, composite panel 500 is around one inch
thick. The thickness of composite panel 500 may vary,
depending on the particular implementation. Examples of
ranges include, for example, without limitation, between
around 0.375 inches to around 1.5 inches, or any other suit-
able range.

Composite panel 500 may be, in other examples, a range
from around 0.25 inches to around 2.5 inches thick. In these
examples, the radius bend may be up to around 3.4 times the
thickness of composite panel 500. With these ranges, com-
posite panel 500 may have a bend radius of up to around 1.7
inches when composite panel 500 is around 0.5 inches thick.
When composite panel 500 is around 1 inch thick, this panel
may have a bend radius of up to around 3.47 inches when
composite panel 500 is around 0.5 inches thick. These
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examples are merely for purposes of illustration and the
dimensions may vary as implementations vary.

With reference now to FIG. 6, an illustration of slot 600 is
depicted in accordance with an advantageous embodiment. In
these examples, slot 600 may be formed after curing compos-
ite panel 500. A tool, such as cutter 400 in FIG. 4, may be used
to form a slot within composite panel 500 in FIG. 5.

In this example, slot 600 may be been formed within com-
posite panel 500. Slot 600 may be formed in a single pass of
atool, such as cutter 400 in FIG. 4, through composite panel
500 in FIG. 5. Slot 600 may have a width of bend slot width
602 along section 604. Thereafter, slot 600 widens in width to
bend slot allowance width 606. The widening of the width of
slot 600 increases to form curved flange 608. In this particular
example, bend slot allowance width 606 may have a width of
around 1.571 inches, corresponding to the width of flanged
end 404 in cutter 400 in FIG. 4.

When composite panel 500 is bent, edges 610 and 612 meet
while surface 614 may bend to form a curved surface. Surface
616 and surface 618, in filler layer 504, touch surface 620 of
composite layer 506 when composite panel 500 is moved into
a bent configuration. The configuration of slot 600 with
curved flange 608 may allow composite panel 500 to be bent
atan angle in a manner that reduces or minimizes the amount
of open space within slot 600 when composite panel 500 is
bent into an angled shape.

In these examples, a curve of surfaces 616 and 618 may
reduce the amount of space present in slot 600 when compos-
ite panel 500 is bent into the desired configuration. The curve
of surfaces 616 and 618 may be configured or selected in a
manner that reduces the amount of open space within com-
posite panel 500 when composite panel 500 is in the angled
shape. The curve of surfaces 616 and 618 may have a curve
that is similar to a desired radius bend for composite panel
500 when composite panel 500 is in the angled shape. In other
words, curves for surfaces 616 and 618 may have a radius
bend around or substantially the same as a radius bend for
composite panel 500 in the angled shape.

Turning now to FIG. 7, an illustration of a top view of
composite panel 500 is depicted in accordance with an advan-
tageous embodiment. As can be seen in this particular
example, slot 600 may extend from side 700 to side 702 of
composite panel 500. In creating slot 600, a cutter tool, such
as cutter tool 400 in FIG. 4, may be moved along composite
panel 500 from side 700 to side 702 to create slot 600. Dotted
lines 704 and 706 may illustrate the location of bent slot
allowance 606, which is not visible in this view.

Turning now to FIG. 8, an illustration of composite panel
500 in a bent configuration is depicted in accordance with an
advantageous embodiment. In this example, composite panel
500 may have angle 800. This angle is around ninety degrees,
in this example. Angle 800, of course, may vary, depending of
the particular embodiment. For example, angle 800 may be
seventy-five degrees, eighty degrees, one-hundred twenty
degrees, or any other suitable angle. The selection of angle
800, as well as other parameters, such as, for example, with-
out limitation, the thickness of composite panel 500 and the
desired corner radius of curved section 802, may affect the
parameters for the curve of surfaces 616 and 618.

As can be seen in this example, edges 610 and 612 in
composite panel 500 may meet and touch each other with
composite panel 500 in the angled shape. Surface 614 of
composite layer 506 now may have a radius bend at section
802, which may also be referred to as a corner radius. In the
angled shape, surface 616 and surface 618, in filler layer 504,
may touch or meet surface 620 of composite layer 506. In
some embodiments, a single or multiple ply bend composite
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doubler may be bonded over the intersection of edge 610 and
edge 612. In other embodiments, an aluminum angle bracket
may be fastened or bolted over the joint or bend.

In this depicted example, channel 804 may be present
within composite panel 500. In the different advantageous
embodiments, the size or volume of channel 804 may be
reduced or minimized through the configuration of slot 600
with curved flange 608. By reducing the volume or size of
channel 804, a need for placing a filler into channel 804 may
be minimized or avoided.

Depending on the configuration of slot 600, a filler may be
required, in some advantageous embodiments. These other
embodiments may employ a substantially straight surface to
form a flange that is straight, rather than curved, such as
curved flange 608 in FIG. 6. By using a filler, however, the
time needed to manufacture composite panel 500 may
increase because of the time needed to cure the filler. Further,
the use of a filler also may add weight to composite panel 500.

With reference now to FIG. 9, an illustration of parameters
that may be used to select the configuration for slot 600 with
curved flange 608 is depicted in accordance with an advan-
tageous embodiment. In these examples, bend slot width 602
may be identified using the following:

BA =2nR 4
= *ﬁ

BA may be bend slot allowance width 606 and R may be
the corner radius. In this example, A may be an end angle,
such as angle 800 in FIG. 8.

In these examples, bend slot width 602 may be selected as
follows:

BS=BA-2K(R-T)

BS may be the bent slot width, BA may be the bend allow-
ance width, K may be TAN(A/2), and T may be the thickness
of composite panel 500.

The curve of surfaces 616 and 618 may be selected as an
intersection of the cut between bend slot allowance width 606
and a radius as described in the following. In this particular
example, surface 618 may be defined as a selected distance
from a center of radius for points 900 and 902. Points 900 and
902 may be selected as being the same distance from center-
line 904. In these examples, points 900 and 902 may be
located at distance of around one-half of bent slot allowance
width 606 from centerline 904.

Additionally, points 900 and 902 may be selected to be a
distance vertical from surface 614 of composite layer 506. In
these examples, the vertical distance may be the value of the
radius selected for the angled shape of composite panel 500.
In these examples, the radius may be around one inch. As a
result, points 900 and 902 may be around one inch away from
composite layer 506. In this example, points 900 and 902 are
the radius value above the bottom of composite layer 506.

Each portion of surface 616 has a distance that is substan-
tially or around distance 908 from point 900. In a similar
fashion, each point along surface 618 may have distance 910
from point 902. Inthese examples, distances 908 and 910 may
be the same values and may be selected as being the radius
value desired for composite panel 500. In other words, sur-
faces 616 and 618 have a configuration or shape that may be
similar to the radius bend for surface 614 when composite
panel 500 is in the angled shape.

By designing surfaces 616 and 618 in this manner, the
amount of filler layer 504 remaining may be decreased, mini-
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mized, or eliminated. Consequently, the space present in slot
600 may be minimized when composite panel 500 is placed
into the angled shape.

In these examples, surfaces 616 and 618 are illustrated as
being curves that are smooth. In other advantageous embodi-
ments, these surfaces may be formed with segments rather
than an entirely smooth curve. Further, the different measure-
ments and points described above are presented for purposes
of illustrating non-limiting examples of configurations for
slot 600. These selected configurations may then be used to
create a tool, such as cutter 400 in FIG. 4, to create slot 600 in
the desired shape.

With reference now to FIG. 10, a flowchart of a process for
forming a bend in a composite panel is depicted in accordance
with an advantageous embodiment. The process, in this
example, may be performed using components, such as slot
forming tool 300 and bending tool 310 in FIG. 3, or other
suitable tools. These tools may be used to create a composite
panel, such as composite panel 500 in FIG. 5, in an angled
shape as illustrated in FIG. 8.

The process begins by identifying a desired bend or angled
shape for the composite panel (operation 1000). In the differ-
ent illustrative examples, the bend may be a ninety degree
bend for the composite panel. Of course, bends of other
angles may be selected for the angled shape of the composite
panel. For example, without limitation, the bend in the com-
posite panel may be seventy degrees, one-hundred twenty
degrees, or some other suitable angle. Limitations on bend
angles may be present based upon the core and the face sheet
thickness.

The process then selects a slot forming tool (operation
1002). In these examples, the slot forming tool may be a
router with particular cutter that has an appropriate shape or
some other suitable tool to form a slot with a curved flange
that is appropriate for the desired angle in the bend. Thereaf-
ter, a location for the bend is identified (operation 1004).

The process then forms a slot having a curved flange in the
composite panel using the slot forming tool (operation 1006).
The slot forming tool forms a slot across one width of the
composite panel. Thereafter, the process bends the composite
panel to form the bend for the angled shape of the composite
panel (operation 1008), with the process terminating thereaf-
ter. In this example, the bend may optionally be made using
bending tool 310 in FIG. 3. Once the composite panel is bent,
the composite panel in the bent shape may be installed or
attached in a location. These composite panels may be used
for various components, such as, for example, without limi-
tation, a closet of an aircraft. When the portions of the com-
posite panel are secured or fastened in place, the bend radius
may maintain its shape without any fillers or additional rein-
forcements.

Further, if the radius bend and/or angle of the composite
panel changes, a redesign of the composite panel is unneces-
sary. A selection or creation of a new tool with selected values
for the bend slot width and the bend slot allowance may be
used to form a slot that can be bent at the desired radius bend
and/or angle. Also, the shape for the slot may be formed in a
single pass of a tool and does not require any complex cutting
of tabs.

Thus, the different advantageous embodiments provide a
method and apparatus for forming a bend in a composite
panel. The process may form a bend in the composite panel by
identifying the location of the bend, forming a slot having a
curved flange, and bending the panel to form the bend.

Further, although the different advantageous embodiments
have been shown with respect to a composite panel, the dif-
ferent processes may be applied to other types of panels. For
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example, this type of process may be applied to a panel of
sheetrock, plywood with a plastic laminate, or other suitable
materials. The panel may be a solid panel or may have a solid
core, depending on the particular implementation.

The different advantageous embodiments also allow for
different radius bends to be used. The radius bends may be
large, such as, for example, a radius bend that is around 3.4
times the thickness of the panel. These large bends are pro-
vided using the different advantageous embodiments without
requiring extra tooling or fillers to be placed into the panel to
hold or maintain the shape of the radius bend.

Attention is now directed to FIGS. 11 and 12 which illus-
trate an alternate embodiment of a composite panel 1200,
shown in a flat state before a bend has been formed therein.
The panel 1200 includes a slot 1100 therein which extends
longitudinally along a longitudinal axis 1202. The slot 1100
passes through a first, inner facesheet 502 and a core 504
which is sandwiched between the first inner facesheet 502 and
an outer, common second facesheet 506. The slot 1100
includes an allowable slot width BS, and a band/allowance
width BA, similar to embodiments of slots previously
described in connection with FIGS. 3-10. The slot 1100
essentially divides the panel 1200 into first and second panel
sections 116, 118 which, as will be discussed below, may be
rotated about the longitudinal axis 1202 of the slot 1100 in
order to form a bend 1600 (FIG. 16) in the panel 1200.

The slot 1100 includes a generally V-shaped portion 1120
formed by surfaces 1102, 1104 which are oppositely inclined
from each other relative to the plane of the facesheet 502, atan
angle 0. The angle 6 is substantially one half of the final angle
of'the bend 1600, indicated by the letter “A” in FIG. 16. The
lower extremities of the inclined surfaces 1102, 1104 are
spaced apart a predetermined distance indicated at 1114. The
features of the slot 1100 are substantially symmetric about an
axis 904 passing through the center of the slot 1100, and
normal to the facesheets 502, 506, however, in other embodi-
ments, it is possible that these features may be asymmetric.

The slot 1100 further includes a pair of curved flanges
1106, 1108 which respectively include curved surfaces
11064, 1108a beneath and contiguous to the lower extremi-
ties of the incline surfaces 1102, 1104. Finally, the slot 1100
includes thin undercuts 1110, 1112 in the core 504 along the
inside wall of the common facesheet 506 and beneath the
curved flanges 1106, 1108 respectively. The undercuts 1110,
1112 each have a length “L.” and thickness “t” selected to
facilitate bending of the common facesheet 506.

Referring now to FIGS. 13 and 15, each of the curved
surfaces 11064, 1108 includes a radius “r” (FIG. 13) that is
proportionally related to the radius R of the bend radius 1500,
shown in FIG. 15. The curved surfaces 11064, 11084 confor-
mally engage and support the outer, common facesheet 506
along the bend radius 1500.

As previously indicated after the slot 1100 is formed from
the panel 1200, one or both of the panel sections 1116, 1118
is bent about the longitudinal axis 1202 of the slot 1100 until
the panel 1200 has been bent to a desired angle “A” to produce
a substantially closed, void-free joint 1600 shown in FIG. 16.

Referring to FIGS. 14a-14¢, as a panel section 1116 is
rotated during bending in the direction of the arrow 1400 the
curved surface 11064 of the curved flange 1106 initially con-
tacts and then assists in deforming the common facesheet 506
until the bend radius 1500 is fully formed. The curved surface
11064 effectively acts as an anvil about which a portion of the
bend radius 1500 is formed. As best seen in FIG. 14¢, when
the bend radius 1500 has been fully formed, the curved sur-
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face 1106a of the curve flanges 1106 conformally engages a
common facesheet 506 substantially along the entire length
of the curved surface 1106a.

FIG. 16 illustrates the bend radius 1500 having been fully
formed in the panel 1200, to produce a substantially void free
joint 1600 between the panel sections 1116, 1118 in the area
of'the slot 1100. The core 504 substantially fills the entire area
between the common facesheet 506 and the inner facesheet
502 in the area of the joint 1600, without the need for adding
a filler. As indicated at 1602, the edges 610, 612 (FIG. 11) of
the first, inner facesheet tightly abut each other and the
inclined surfaces 1102, 1104 (FIG. 11) are engaged in sub-
stantially face-to-face contact as indicated by the joint plane
1604 in FIG. 16 which passes through the center 1606 of the
bend radius 1500. The curved surfaces 1106a, 11084 of the
flanges 1106, 1108 conformally engage and support the com-
mon facesheet 506 in the area of the bend radius 1500. In
some embodiments, small portions of the undercut areas
1110, 1112 may remain present but in other embodiments,
these open areas may be substantially closed during the bend-
ing process. In any event, the undercut areas 1110, 1112 may
be made sufficiently thin so as to not materially affect the
structural strength of the joint 1600.

FIG. 17 illustrates a cross sectional view of a typical cutting
tool that may be employed to form the slot 1100 shown in
FIG. 11. The cutting tool 1700 includes a shank 1702 that may
be held in the spindle (not shown) of any suitable machine
tool (not shown), and a girdle 1704. The cutting tool 1700
further includes an inwardly tapering surface 1706 for form-
ing the inclined surfaces 1102, 1104, a radiused waist 1708
for forming the curve surfaces 11064, 1108a, and a lower
flange 1710 for forming the undercuts 1110, 1112.

Attention is now directed to FIG. 18 which broadly illus-
trates the steps of a method for forming a substantially void-
free bend radius 1500 in a composite panel. First, a slot 1100
is formed in the panel 1200, as shown at 1802. Forming the
slot 1100 includes forming the V-shaped inclined surfaces
1102, 1104, as shown at 1804 and forming the curved flanges
1106, 1108, along with the undercuts 1110, 1112, as illus-
trated at step 1806. As previously indicated, steps 1804 and
1806 may be carried out substantially simultaneously using a
single cutting tool 1700 to cut the slot 1100, generally in a
single pass.

Next, at 1808, the panel 1200 is bent around the longitudi-
nal axis 1202 of the slot 1100 until the panel sections 1116,
1118 form a desired bend angle “A”. As step 1808 is com-
pleted, the inclined surfaces 1102, 1104 which include por-
tions of the core 504 as well as the edges 610, 612 of the first
inner facesheet 502 are brought into face-to-face contact, over
substantially their entire surface areas. Substantially simulta-
neous with step 1810, the curved flanges 1106, 1108 are
brought into conformal engagement with the common
facesheet 506, as indicated at step 1812. At this point, as
shown at 1814, the joint 1600 is fully closed. A brace (not
shown) may be applied around either the inside or the outside
corner of the bend in the panel 1200 in order to hold the joint
1600 in place, or alternatively, the bent panel 1200 may be
placed in suitable cure tooling (not shown) to hold the shape
of'the panel 1200, as indicated at 1816, until the panel 1200 is
fully cured. Finally, at step 1818, the panel 1200 is cured
which results in consolidation of the joint 1600 thereby per-
manently setting the bend radius 1500 in the panel 1200.

Although the embodiments of this disclosure have been
described with respect to certain exemplary embodiments, it
is to be understood that the specific embodiments are for
purposes of illustration and not limitation, as other variations
will occur to those of skill in the art.



US 9,114,587 B2

11

What is claimed is:

1. A composite panel having a curved bend therein, con-
sisting essentially of:

afirst panel section comprising a first core section having a
first inclined surface and a first flange formed therein,
the first core section sandwiched between a common
facesheet and a first separate facesheet;

a second panel section comprising a second core section
having a second inclined surface and a second flange
formed therein, the second core section completely
divided from the first core section by a slot, the slot
forming the first inclined surface and the second inclined
surface, the second core section sandwiched between the
common facesheet and a second separate facesheet, the
common facesheet forming an outer arcuate surface of
the curved bend; and

a substantially void-free joint between the first panel sec-
tion and the second panel section, in which the joint
includes the first inclined surface and the second
inclined surface engaged in substantially face-to-face
contact along a plane passing through the radius of the
curved bend.

2. The composite panel of claim 1, wherein the joint
includes the first curved flange and the second curved flange,
the first curved flange and the second curved flange confor-
mally engaging and supporting the common facesheet in an
area of the outer radius of the curved bend.

3. The composite panel of claim 1, wherein the radius of the
curved bend is substantially equal to a thickness of the panel.

4. The composite panel of claim 1, wherein the first core
section and the second core section substantially fill an entire
area of the void-free joint.

5. The composite panel of claim 1, wherein the first core
section further comprises a first curved surface contiguous to
the first inclined surface, wherein the second core section
further comprises a second curved surface contiguous to the
second inclined surface, and wherein the first curved surface
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and the second curved surface engage and support the com-
mon face sheet in the area of the bend.

6. The composite panel of claim 1, wherein the first core
section and the second core section substantially fill an entire
area between the common facesheet and the first common
facesheet and the second common facesheet in an area of the
joint.

7. For use in producing aircraft structures, a composite
panel having a bend therein formed by a substantially void
free joint, consisting essentially of:

a first composite panel comprising

a first inner facesheet having a first edge, a common
facesheet, and

a first core section sandwiched between the first inner
facesheet and the common facesheet, the first core sec-
tion having a first inclined surface and a first flange
formed therein; and,

a second composite panel comprising a second inner
facesheet having a second edge, the common facesheet,
and a second core section sandwiched between the sec-
ond inner facesheet and the common facesheet, the sec-
ond core section having a second inclined surface and a
second flange formed therein, the second core section
completely divided from first core section by a slot
between the first core section and the second core sec-
tion,

the first flange and the second flange engaging and support-
ing the common facesheet in the area of the bend,

the first edge and the second edge joined together at the
bend,

the first inclined surface and the second inclined surface
joined together at the bend, the first core section and the
second core section substantially filling an entire area
between the common facesheet and the first and second
inner facesheets in the area of the bend.
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